Category ambiguous words (like hug and swing) have the potential to complicate both learning and processing of language. However, uses of such words may be disambiguated by acoustic differences that depend on the category of use. This article uses an event-related potential (ERP) technique to ask whether adult native speakers of English show neural sensitivity to those differences. The results indicate that noun and verb tokens of ambiguous words produce differences in the amplitude of the ERP response over left anterior sites as early as 100 ms following stimulus onset and persisting for over 400 ms. Nonsense words extracted from noun and verb contexts do not show such differences. These findings suggest that the acoustic differences between noun and verb tokens of ambiguous words are perceived and processed by adults and may be part of the lexical representation of the word.
Introduction
Like many languages, English contains words that may be used in more than one lexical category (e.g., noun/verb homophones like run and fence). These words can produce temporary ambiguities when they are used in sentences and could, in principle, cause significant problems for learners who are trying to sort the words they hear into appropriate lexical categories. However, some research suggests that these words, although homophonous at the segmental level, may contain acoustic cues that differentiate their uses (Conwell and Morgan, 2012; Shi and Moisan, 2008; Sorensen et al., 1978) and that infants are sensitive to those cues (Conwell and Morgan, 2012) . Whether adults are similarly sensitive, however, is an open question. Infants show greater sensitivity to a wider range of phonetic distinctions than adults do (Werker and Tees, 1999) , so although adults produce noun and verb tokens of homophones differently, they may not perceive those differences. This article examines whether adult English speakers show neural discrimination of isolated tokens of noun/verb homophones.
Nouns, verbs and category ambiguity
Instead of using semantically-driven elementary school definitions such as "a noun is a person, place or thing," linguists categorize words based on their grammatical properties. Nouns are words with noun-like syntax and morphology. They may be the subjects of sentences or the objects of verbs and prepositions.
Verbs are words with verb-like syntax and morphology, taking noun phrases and prepositional phrases as arguments. These functional definitions are inherently circular, as "verb-like" syntax requires a definition of "noun" and "noun-like" syntax requires a definition of "verb." Several researchers have proposed methods of "distributional bootstrapping" that children might use to break into this system (Maratsos and Chalkley, 1980; Mintz, 2003; Monaghan et al., 2005) . These proposals differ in the details, but in broad terms, they consider whether co-occurrence patterns of nouns and verbs with distinct, highly frequent function words might allow children to create ersatz categories that contain mostly nouns and mostly verbs. Under some implemented models of distributional bootstrapping (e.g., Mintz, 2003) , these small categories containing mostly nouns and mostly verbs would be combined on the basis of overlap in items. Noun/verb homophones could confound this process, as a word such as run could reasonably appear in both noun and verb contexts. For this reason, these words have been used to argue against the very possibility of distributional bootstrapping (e.g., Pinker, 1987) .
Recent developmental research indicates, however, that this problem may not be as significant as it has been made out to be. Parents produce acoustic distinctions between noun and verb uses of both real and novel words when speaking to children (Conwell and Morgan, 2012; Shi and Moisan, 2008) and infants are sensitive to these differences (Conwell and Morgan, 2012) . This suggests that distributional bootstrapping need not fall victim to noun/verb homophone confusion because infants may be able to maintain two distinct lexical entries for such words, one that is a noun and one that is a verb. If this were the case, infants would not conflate noun and verb categories because noun tokens of homophones would not be considered "the same" as their verb counterparts. 
